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This is the second report of the Governor’s South Carolina Middle Grades Task Force.  In August 1999, Governor Jim Hodges created the Task Force to address all areas impacting the middle grades.  On December 15, 1999, the Task Force released its preliminary report and presented recommendations for strengthening:

(
prospective and current teacher preparation

(
professional development

(
curriculum delivery

(
system support

(
school leadership

(
family/community involvement

(
guidance and prevention of risk behaviors.


Over the past year and a half, many persons have worked diligently to implement the Task Force recommendations.  Much has been accomplished, especially in the areas of teacher preparation/certification, standards-focused curriculum delivery, and professional development.  The Task Force finds, however, that while several of its earlier recommendations for the middle grades were adopted and addressed, overall the acknowledgement of the middle-level as a distinct and critical component of the education continuum has just begun.  South Carolina must continue to develop focused, interwoven State policies and programs linking together middle grades licensure, defined programs, curriculum delivery, professional development, and student achievement of academic standards.  

Only in recent years has medical research been able to substantiate what parents and teachers of young adolescents have always known—that early adolescence is an age of rapid and amazing changes.  The speed of biological, physical, behavioral, and social changes of early adolescence is matched only by that of infancy.  


Schools wishing to boost academic achievement of young adolescents must respond to the biological, physical, behavioral, and social factors that influence these students.  As one Task Force member puts it, “You must reach the child before you can teach the child.”  The “middle grades model” stresses academic achievement, but points out that unless there is an emphasis on personal attention, an environment promoting the sense of belonging, and active student engagement in learning, academics will not thrive in the complicated lives of young adolescents.  The model has been widely discussed and presented in publications such as the Carnegie Corporation’s Turning Points and in the National Middle Schools Association’s This We Believe.  


If South Carolina is to address the low academic performance exhibited historically by young adolescents, we must alter the way we serve these students.  Other research finds that the single largest impediment to progress is the loss of intensity and focus of our improvement efforts over time.  South Carolina has started to address these and other problems in recent years, and the initial steps must not be lost due to the budget constraints of the next year. 


Assisting middle grades students to become successful learners and healthy, ethical citizens requires an integrated, multi-dimensional approach that includes: 

· standards-based curriculum, instruction, and assessment,

· high quality teacher and administrator preparation and professional development,

· effective implementation of the middle grades organizational model, and

· family-school-community partnerships.  



Without changes in curriculum and instruction, middle grades organizational reform cannot succeed.  Likewise, standards-based reform cannot be achieved without organizational change and development along the lines of the middle grades model.  Furthermore, both must be strengthened and enhanced by family-school-community partnerships.

The demands of South Carolina’s higher academic standards are intensified in the middle grades because many students enter this level already performing below basic on State academic standards.  The impact of this situation gains additional urgency because it is the middle grades that must prepare students for success on the high school exit exam, which is first attempted in grade ten.  The switch to the new, more demanding PACT exit exam will place even more pressure on the middle grades to prepare all students, but particularly low performing students, for standards-based high school work.  



The Task Force hopes that this report will help maintain the focus on needed changes in the middle grades. 

Recommendations of the Task Force

Middle grades as a distinct component of education



South Carolina needs to continue to develop focused, interwoven State policies and programs linking together defined programs, curriculum delivery, middle grades licensure, professional development, and student achievement.  State statutes currently recognize elementary and secondary education as distinct parts of public education.  While steps have been taken in the past year to establish professional licensure for middle grades teachers, other sections in law and regulation still do not acknowledge the middle level as a distinct component of the education continuum. 



The “defined program for the middle grades” (Regulation 43-232) outlines the curriculum, class size maximums, personnel, and basic program requirements for these grades.  These requirements were established prior to the research on middle grades and they have not been amended to reflect best practices.  In his speech “Thirty and Counting,” Hayes Mizell notes a significant problem with middle schools is that they lack the “clear direction necessary to guide middle school educators or hold them accountable for results.” Without clear objectives, middle schools are unable to determine what changes must be made in the middle grades to improve academic performance of students in this age group.  Consequently, Mizell says, middle schools must develop a “clear, concrete vision for middle schools and a coherent strategy for how to achieve it.”



The Task Force recommends

· The General Assembly amend State statutes to acknowledge the middle grades as a separate organizational level.
· State Board and Department of Education develop a policy statement of guiding principles and practices for organization, learning, and development in the middle grades.

· The State Board of Education amend the defined program regulation for grades six through eight (Regulation 43-232) to better reflect the middle grades model. 
· The Governor continue the Middle Grades Task Force so its members can provide advice on implementation of the recommendations, review progress on the recommendations, and make additional recommendations as needed. 
Adequate funding


For funding purposes, the middle grades are placed within the span of grades 4-8.  These grades are designated as the ‘base student cost’ and have the lowest funding weighting under the Education Finance Act.  This relative funding weight was established in the early 1970s.  Since that time, the demands in the middle grades in terms of program practices and expectations have changed dramatically.  Today it is undeniable that the resource requirements of the middle grades are at least as large as those of the primary and high school grades.  



While all grade levels are responsible for meeting the State’s academic standards, which are devised with progressive complexity and difficulty, the full impact of the standards and of Palmetto Achievement Challenge Tests (PACT) currently falls on the middle grades.  For example, the new standards have moved science and mathematics skills formerly taught in the high schools to the middle grades; consequently laboratory activities and equipment must be provided as never before.  Moreover, middle schools now require teachers specialized in art, music, technology, and health education, and must provide career exploration opportunities and plans for their students.  

Not only are middle grade students more challenged academically than in elementary grades, they must also deal with the developmental changes of adolescents.  The impact of these changes such as puberty, greater capacity for abstract thought, and the quest for independence by adolescents are arguably greater than any experienced by students of different ages.  If middle grades schools are to meet our expectations for academic achievement and responsible youth development, appropriate funding and other resources are imperative.  

As the Task Force noted in its first report, the current size of classes does not allow for the hands-on activities these students respond to or for the caring adult relationships these students need.  It is in the middle grades that the State has its best opportunity to keep low performing students in school so they may become prepared for adult life.



The Task Force recommends

(
The General Assembly begin a five year phase-in of adequate funding for the middle grades to reach an amount which better reflects the demanding curriculum requirements, guidance needs, organizational practices, and high academic standards expected of these grades.  The necessary EFA weight is estimated to be 1.25.

· As funding for the middle grades increases, the pupil-teacher ratio maximums of 30 and 35 to 1 in academic courses need to be reduced to 24 to 1.  In order for middle grades classrooms to practice concrete learning, which research indicates is most successful with this age group, the ratio must be lowered over time.


However, the Task Force wishes to emphasize that increased resource allocations alone will not have significant impact on the quality of services in the middle grades.  The increased allocations will result in enhanced student achievement only when school boards of trustees, district staff, school principals and faculties all understand and implement those practices which have been proven effective through research.  

Organizational practices


The middle grades must handle students’ transition from the single teacher, student-focused environment of elementary schools to the more impersonal, academic-focused atmosphere of high school campuses.  The middle grades have the additional responsibility of working through the developmental changes of their students.  The ‘middle school model’ was designed, in part, to aid with these organizational and developmental transitions.  

The model reflects consensus among researchers and educators on how schools need to organize in order to be: 

· academically excellent, 

· effective at high levels of achievement for both advantaged and disadvantaged students.

· developmentally responsive to this age group, 

· organized to coordinate all school staff and work with families and community.

The model includes organizational practices such as teaming, where teachers work together to integrate instruction, coordinate individualized attention for students, and engage parents; student ‘houses,’ or smaller groupings of students so no student ‘gets lost’ within the organization; flexible scheduling; interdisciplinary learning; exploratory opportunities; and advisory programs providing adult mentoring and guidance.  For additional information on the middle grades model, see Appendix B.

Middle grades reform applies such organizational practices to promote high levels of learning for all students.  In order to implement middle school organization effectively, there must be follow-through in curriculum, instruction, and assessment.  Such an integrated approach requires extensive training for all teachers and administrators both pre-service and through continued professional learning.  



The Task Force recommends:

· Colleges of education, the State Department of Education (SDE) Leadership Academy, and the Principals Institute, as a major continuing part of training of middle grades teachers and administrators, include preparation in critical middle grades organizational principles and practices responsive to the academic and developmental needs of early adolescents.  This includes:

· Preparation for, and use of, practices such as team teaching, interdisciplinary instruction, and authentic assessment focused on quality student work.

· Training and support for ways to organize the school day and week through teacher assignments allowing for more meaningful adult/student relationships.  

· The SDE and school districts establish mechanisms of training and support for implementing middle grades practices for teachers, individually and as a group.

(
Other needed efforts include:

· District-developed programs for successful transition for students and parents from elementary school to middle school and from middle school to high school so that progress and learning will not be hampered at the transition grades.

· District-implemented mechanisms designed specifically for articulation of curriculum and instruction between elementary, middle, and high schools.

Training and professional development


According to the Southern Regional Education Board (SREB), State policy needs to send “…a clear message through licensing and certification that teacher quality in the middle grades is an education priority….”  SREB goes on to say that the State should provide incentives for schools and colleges to work together in providing content knowledge and effective teaching practices in the middle grades.  SREB also urges the State and school districts to recognize and reward teachers for obtaining middle grades certification.  

While we must adequately prepare new teachers for the middle grades, the reality is that most of the ‘future’ middle grades teaching force is already employed.  These teachers in many instances have not been trained adequately for the higher academic standards now in place in the middle grades, for working with early adolescents, or for middle school organization responsibilities such as teaming.  Of nearly 1,100 middle grades teachers surveyed by SREB in 13 states, only 30 percent had undergraduate content majors.  The percentage of teachers who had content degrees was even lower for those assigned in the academic areas of English, mathematics, social studies and science.  The SREB survey revealed that teachers want to upgrade their content knowledge and learn new methods of teaching content successfully to all students.  



To this end, the Task Force supports a coordinated system for training new teachers, for support and mentoring during the induction year, and for upgrading current teachers to earn middle grades certification.  The system must also promote the retention of quality teachers through incentives and optional career path opportunities.  

Teacher training



The Task Force recommends

· Colleges of education accelerate development of quality programs for training and retraining teachers.

(
All teacher preparation programs attain accreditation through the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) or meet comparable State standards.  However, even the new, performance oriented NCATE review process must be reinforced by additional State standards and by monitoring and support to enhance quality.  This is particularly important as middle grades programs are developed.

(
NCATE and state-added requirements ensure that colleges of education employ professors with applicable middle grades experience and strengths in standards-based pedagogy, early adolescent development, and middle grades organization and practices.

(
SDE and the Commission on Higher Education (CHE) provide assistance and resources to help colleges develop and sustain middle grades teacher training programs effective in preparing teachers for contemporary classrooms.  

· Middle grades teacher training programs offer extensive field experiences in high quality, diverse middle level schools.

· The General Assembly and the SDE implement the recommendations made by the Induction and Mentoring Committee for improving the support the ADEPT program provides to beginning teachers.  The General Assembly is urged to increase funding so these changes can be implemented.  

· The Commission on Teacher Quality should review ways the new PACE program (Program for Alternative Certification for Educators) can meet NCATE standards.

Professional development

Current teachers with three or more years of middle grades experience in specific content areas will be “grandfathered” and will not have to meet the new middle grades certification requirements.  However, these teachers should be encouraged to pursue training resulting in full certification.  Therefore, high quality professional development offerings must be convenient and accessible.  Moreover, incentives should be provided to strengthen the motivation of teachers to expand their professional knowledge and skills. 

Since many educators have summer work obligations, it is imperative that professional development opportunities be offered during the school day and week. Further, integrated systems of high quality professional development opportunities must be constructed through collaboration of districts, schools, higher education institutions, professional associations, SDE, and regional training entities such as the Math and Science Hubs or new Hub-like networks.  

As the Task Force stated in its first report, teachers need time to prepare for the changes that must be made with the State’s move to standards-based curriculum and assessment.  One-day in-services do not provide the depth of knowledge that teachers and their principals need to make the systematic changes being asked of them.  The five additional teacher contract days included in the Teacher Quality Act of 2000 are critically needed to provide more time for professional development.  The additional days must  be funded by the General Assembly.

To make a difference, professional development must be ongoing with intensive follow-up and support.  Research indicates that when faculty learning is a part of the culture of the school, student performance improves.



The Task Force recommends

· Integrated systems of high quality professional development opportunities must be constructed through increased collaboration of districts, schools, higher education, professional associations, SDE, and Hubs or new Hub-like networks.
· SDE, working with school districts, develop effective delivery models incorporating professional development into the everyday activities and culture of each school.
· The General Assembly provide funds for an additional five contract days for collegial professional development based on national professional development standards, with first priority for middle grade teachers.  Although the Task Force recognizes the importance of increased professional development days for all K-12 teachers, giving priority to the middle grades is considered necessary due to the newness of the middle grades certification area, the need for training in working with early adolescents, and the obligation to prepare academically deficient students for high school work.  

· SDE develop guidelines for teacher evaluations (ADEPT/TEAM) so that goals, plans, and activities add to a teacher’s expertise.  These professional development plans must be based on individual teacher needs.

· SDE outline the extra support that districts must provide for teachers entering the middle grades without adequate preparation for working with early adolescents.

· SDE and higher education provide staff development and retraining for middle school teachers to make their interdisciplinary teaching teams effective.  
· Training be provided to assist teachers to use assessment to guide instruction and student assistance.
Incentives, support, compensation 


While it is often trivialized into “You get what you pay for,” the fact remains that we are willing to pay for what we value.  If we want middle grades teachers to have the content knowledge and the delivery expertise needed for success with their students, incentives are necessary.  Appropriate incentives might involve salary supplements, forgivable loans, or tuition-paid graduate courses.  Further, the Governor’s Commission on Teacher Quality should consider recommending differentiated career paths for all grade levels, including such components as master teacher status and pay supplements.

The Task Force recommends

· The General Assembly provide to middle grades teachers obtaining endorsement in the middle grades an incentive which continues for the first five years of the certification period.
· The Commission on Teacher Quality consider career path differentiation and compensation changes to create a category for middle grades master teachers, with professional duties beyond classroom instruction, and with increased pay.

· The General Assembly continue to support the supplement for National Board for Professional Teaching Standards certification and the forgivable loan for the application fee.

Further, to address the issue of obtaining experienced, committed middle grades teachers, the Task Force recommends 

· The SDE establish a program for the organized recruitment of retired, or nearing retirement, middle grades teachers to address the shortage of middle grades teachers in South Carolina.
Capacity for support


The demands of South Carolina’s higher academic standards are intensified in the middle grades because many students enter this level performing below basic on State academic standards.  The impact of this situation gains additional urgency when one remembers that it is the middle grades that must prepare students for success on the high school exit exam, which is first attempted in grade ten.  If our State is to avoid an increase in the dropout rate, the urgent need to increase assistance for these students must be addressed in the middle grades.  This need is particularly acute in schools with large percentages of low-performing students.  



Currently, summer school and yearlong remediation, although mandated by the Education Assistance Act, are underfunded.  Further, the funding allocation for remediation of low-performing students stipulated by Act 135, the Early Childhood Development and Academic Assistance Act, gives more funds for students in kindergarten through grade three than for students in grades four through twelve.  The Department of Education and the Education Oversight Committee must give additional attention to adequate funding and support to meet the heavy demands in the middle grades. 



For the middle grades to be successful in addressing the needs of young adolescents, there must be support systems with capacity to assist schools with the difficult changes they seek to implement.  The capacity to provide support is needed at the state, region, and district levels for every area of middle grades reform.



The Task Force recommends

· The General Assembly increase the capacity for assistance and remediation in the middle grades by providing full funding for summer school.

· The General Assembly revisit the formula for remediation in Act 135 and consider increasing support for academic assistance in the middle grades.

· The SDE and the General Assembly consider additional financial assistance to schools with large percentages of low performing students.

· The General Assembly provide funds to expand middle grades expertise within the Department of Education, including consultants for middle grades content areas and support for district middle grades planning and program development.

· The General Assembly provide funds to strengthen SDE capacity in research/evaluation/implementation of best practices.

· SDE, working with the school districts and higher education institutions, commit resources and technical assistance to support standards-based learning and the recommended middle grades organizational model.  The use of consulting administrators and teachers and establishment of regional and district coordinators should be considered.

Standards-based curriculum and assessment


The initiation of the PACT assessment has made South Carolina’s academic standards the focal point of school improvement efforts.  If more middle grades students are to reach these higher academic standards, the curriculum and instruction provided in all classrooms must improve significantly.  To assist with this improvement in instruction and learning, our middle schools require substantially strengthened support from state, regional, and district levels.  For detailed information on PACT scores in the middle grades, see Appendix A. 


It is in the middle grades that the repercussions of the new, higher standards impact the most.  Middle grade students have not had the benefit of instruction in the new standards throughout their elementary years.  This means they face higher standards without sufficient background while also having to confront the more complex thinking skills of these higher grades.  

Further, while South Carolina has received positive reports on the quality of its standards, concerns have been voiced about the breadth of the knowledge expected and the large number of standards in each academic area.  During the development and cyclical reviews of the standards, specialists in each of the fields have examined them.  However, there has been no examination by experts of the total impact of the standards, and questions have been raised as to whether South Carolina’s standards – all four areas taken together as a whole – have reasonable expectations for mastery within each year.  These problems are compounded further in the middle grades because many students enter this level already performing below basic in mastering State academic standards.  

If our State is to prevent an increase in the numbers of dropouts in the ninth and tenth grades, the middle grades must receive targeted assistance, particularly in those schools with large numbers of students performing below grade level.  The need to acknowledge and address the impact of this situation gains additional urgency since it is the middle grades that must prepare students for success on the high school exit exam, which is first attempted in grade ten.  The switch to the new, more demanding PACT exit exam will place even more pressure on the middle grades to work with all students but particularly low performing students.  

The Task Force recommends

· The SDE, with the Education Oversight Committee, clarify content priorities.  When taken together, the academic standards in the four areas of language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies are quite extensive.  A review needs to be undertaken to consider the overall demands for learning within any one school year.

· The SDE provide more diagnostic information from the PACT assessment to teachers and parents.

· The EOC and SDE develop additional measures beyond PACT for assessing the “value added” contributions of middle grades schools; for example, through reviewing samples of quality student work.

· The SDE provide additional PACT-aligned supportive materials and instructional guidance through curriculum development consultants, content coaches, and web-based assistance.  The General Assembly must provide substantial additional support for these activities to occur in the quality and scale necessary.

· The General Assembly fund more instructional assistance using literacy and numeracy specialists/coaches.  Recent experience with the Reading Initiative has demonstrated the effectiveness of such assistance.

(
All administrators and school faculties have training in the importance of instructional ‘spiraling’ of the curriculum from elementary to middle to high school so that progress and learning are not hampered.



Finally, the Task Force thinks it would be remiss if it did not express its concern about the over-reliance on PACT scores as the only measure of whether a school, particularly a middle school, provides a quality learning experience for its students.  Additional measures should be developed for determining the ‘value added’ by individual middle schools.

Instructional practices


It is critically important that effective practices (i.e. best, proven-effective, research-based practices that work) be identified and disseminated widely.  As the Task Force noted in its first report, to be effective, schools working with young adolescents must respond to the biological, physical, behavioral, and social factors influencing these students.  In concrete terms, this means that

	Because early adolescents
	Schools need to

	
	

	( are willing to learn new things                                they consider useful
	( give them occasions to use skills to solve real-life problems

	( prefer active to passive learning  activities
	( provide hands-on and active learning experiences

	( are curious about their world
	( present varied situations for    exploration and extension of their    knowledge

	( are at a time in their lives when they need adults but do not want to admit it
	(offer caring adult models or advisors who will gain their trust through personal relationships

	( are self-conscious and susceptible to feelings of low self-esteem
	( give opportunities for recognition of successes

	( experience rapid and sporadic physical development
	( provide varied activities and time for self-discovery


This means effective classroom practices should be identified from local and national published research and analyses. This information should include practices that have been demonstrated effective in low-income schools and in classrooms where student performance exceeds levels typically achieved in similar circumstances.  Such information is needed for middle grades schools to meet academic standards through research-validated instructional practices promoting early adolescent motivation and engagement in learning. 


The Task Force recommends

· The SDE identify and disseminate models of best practices, including engaged learning, assistance with alternative assessment practices, and interdisciplinary learning.

· SDE provide teachers with clear examples of strategies, lesson plans, and curriculum addressing knowledge, skills, and applications to help each student achieve standards, particularly in mathematics, science, reading, writing, and social studies.

· The SDE’s standards-based curriculum support, which is web-based and accessible, be further developed and expanded to help schools facing report cards and other accountability challenges.  

· Colleges of education, the SDE Leadership Academy, and the Principals Institute address effective standards-based middle grades instructional principles and practices as a major continuing part of principals’ training.
(
The proposals for improvement of content knowledge and teaching strategies of middle grades teachers are also recommended for instruction in grades 4 and 5, because these grades face many of the same challenges as in the middle level, including curriculum delivery support and content mastery by teachers.

(
The SDE provide additional assistance on ways to integrate service learning into the middle-level curriculum.

· The SDE develop an effective career development model for the middle school child.  

Research and evaluation to identify best practices



To be productive, schools must have access to data and other evidence illustrating the extent to which reform strategies lead to desired outcomes.  To do this, an on-going research and evaluation program should be established at the state level to inform the middle grades of programs and strategies that work with diverse groups of middle grades students.  Our State needs to encourage the piloting and evaluation of innovative programs and strategies for targeted students and/or parents.  



We must assess the impact of implemented practices and reform strategies in order to plan the next steps in meeting student needs.  This requires the collection, analysis, and utilization of data, both quantitative and qualitative, to measure progress in achieving desired performance.  



The Task Force recommends

· The General Assembly provide funds for additional personnel specializing in research, evaluation, and implementation of reform strategies and programs.

· The SDE examine successful schools and classes to learn what they are doing to promote the notable achievement of their students and how their effective programs and strategies can be implemented in other schools.

· The SDE undertake research to determine what specific knowledge, skills, and applications teachers need to know, understand, and do in order to achieve satisfactory levels of success for students.  These findings must be disseminated to schools and teachers and to teacher preparation programs in institutions of higher education.

(
The General Assembly provide grants for sharing best practice models and ideas among middle schools.

· The General Assembly establish a competitive grants program for schools and districts willing to demonstrate proven best practices in the different areas and components of middle grades organization and practices.
Prevention and risk behaviors


Middle grades are the time when significant numbers of children experiment with dangerous risk behaviors and begin to develop destructive habits with violence, crime, sex, substance abuse, and unhealthy physical and emotional lifestyles.  Yet prevention efforts are weak in the middle grades.  Educators, parents, and community groups tend to ignore risk behaviors developing during the middle grades and wait to act until risk-taking becomes epidemic in high school.

Risk-taking grows through peer influences and the values and fads of the popular youth culture, often instigated by movies, TV, music, and the Internet.  The popular youth culture is ever-changing, with rapid adoption and equally rapid abandonment of preferred ways of spending time and energy.  A major part of this free-floating, rapidly evolving culture is preferences for or against risk behaviors.  


While influencing youth in such a way as to alter the popular culture is not easy, parents, educators, and other adults can make a difference.  Youth must be informed of the painful consequences of risk-taking behaviors.  If adults work together and communicate consistent and supportive messages, they can be much more effective.  Family-school-community partnership networks must be created and sustained to promote positive youth development and to prevent risk behaviors.


Schools are excellent places to create adult networks because schools are where youth form their cliques of friends and associates.  Therefore, schools need to initiate and support the networking of parents and of youth-serving groups who help parents in providing positive leisure activities, values, and guidance.  At state, district, and school levels, adults must join together in order to promote positive youth development and to prevent risk behaviors.

The Task Force recommends

· Each district superintendent and every middle and high school principal form collaborative workgroups to promote youth development and prevention of risk behaviors.

· The Governor and State Superintendent of Education establish a Youth Development/Risk Prevention partnership.  Such a partnership would organize support across agencies, categorical programs and problem-specific initiatives to create school and neighborhood-based networks promoting successful adolescent development and preventing risk behaviors.

· Each middle school organize parent training and networking programs to orient all parents concerning the prevalence, manifestations, and contributing causes of risk behaviors and to engage parents in active relationships with the families of their children’s closest friends.

Guidance


Research and experience tell us that when students overcome obstacles or beat the odds, the critical difference is often a role model or someone who otherwise sparked a sense of possibility for the future.  Guidance counselors play critical roles in academic and career advisement, personal counseling, and management of middle grades schools.  As the Task Force emphasized in its first report, middle school counselors are often assigned burdensome duties that remove them from contact with students or that work against building positive relationships.  In addition, counselors have so many students assigned to them that they are unable to build personal relationships with their students.  Further, guidance counselors need training and information on best practices specific to the middle grades, and should be required to obtain a middle grades guidance endorsement.  

Not only do students need advice and consultation regarding personal, academic, and career development but also they increasingly come to school with a multitude of problems.  Guidance counselors cannot provide this advice and support alone.  Advisement is a shared process.  For most youth, parents are the primary sources of guidance, but teachers, other faculty, and administrators are all engaged routinely in informal counseling.  Guidance specialists should design, coordinate, and support the routine provision of advisement by all school personnel and should work closely with parents and with community youth workers offering needed advice, counseling, and treatment services.


   The Task Force recommends

·  
The State Board of Education consider middle grades certification or specialty endorsement for guidance counselors, nurses, and health educators; the SDE should create programs for training to meet these needs.

·  
The State Board amend Regulation 43-205 to reduce the maximum ratio of students served by a guidance counselor to 300:1, and the General Assembly fund the needed staffing positions.  
·  
The SDE provide more information on best practices in middle grades guidance and establish additional ways to share proven practices.

· All school faculties and staffs be trained in their student advisement roles and the part their advisement roles play in the overall guidance system and in risk behavior prevention.  

· The SDE assist districts in designing effective middle‑level programs to minimize the numbers of students that must be retained in grade, including acceleration, intensive academic assistance, alternative programs, and personal guidance and support.  

· SDE assist school districts and their guidance counselors to improve the implementation/coordination among School-to-Work career plans, HEAP (Higher Education Awareness Program), GEAR-UP, exploratory courses, interest inventories, SCOIS (South Carolina Occupational Information System), “Real Game,” and counseling.  The information and activities available through these programs should also be a part of the Education Accountability Act (EAA) academic plan conferences.

Parent and community involvement


Over eighty-five studies have documented deep and comprehensive benefits for students, families, and schools, when parents become active participants in their children’s education and personal development, according to the National PTA.  Parent involvement is the critical key to the academic and personal success of middle school students.  Middle schools cannot succeed without parental support.  As the Carnegie Corporation’s Turning Points 2000 noted, family success is more readily assured when there is strong school and community support.  When middle schools, parents, and communities have forged connections, students receive the message of high expectations for academic performance and for personal behavior from every area of their lives.  Through these links, needed services become available for students.

Parents must be connected with the academic process in their child’s middle school.  Yet, “this is a time when parents think it’s the age to let go but they are unsure of what to hold on to” says Jean Norman, Director of School Improvement Council Assistance (SICA).  Parents need support for understanding adolescent behavior and effective ways to work with this often puzzling, frustrating age.  Middle grades schools should provide a full array of information and opportunities for all parents regarding active roles they can play at home and at school, in promoting academic achievement, good work habits, character development, positive leisure activities, and avoidance of risk behaviors.  

Schools must create mechanisms to engage and support parents.  Schools should undertake actions and activities such as parent liaisons, parent councils affiliated with the School Improvement Councils, parent networking nights to meet parents of their children’s friends, and orientation sessions for parents concerning academic standards, study habits, and prevention of risk behaviors.

The capacity of educators to work with parents must be broadened.  Educators need training and continuing support for developing effective parent involvement practices.  In the past year, the State Superintendent of Education has established the Office of Parental and Community Partnerships within SDE.  This Office, with assistance from SICA, should bring together support and resource materials enabling middle level schools to engage families as full partners in academic and youth development.  This is critical to the success of a middle school.



The Task Force recommends

· The General Assembly expand the role and responsibilities of the School Improvement Council Assistance (SICA) Office to support schools on all aspects of parent involvement in schools and student learning.  The General Assembly should provide funding to reflect the increase in responsibilities for the SDE and SICA.
(
The SDE and SICA identify effective parent involvement practices and train school faculties on implementing these practices.

· The SDE make available materials and programs for engaging parents in the middle grades academic process (such as the Johns Hopkins’ TIPS Program (“Teachers Involve Parents in Schoolwork”).

· The SDE and SICA review the functioning of the School Improvement Councils (SICs) to develop recommendations on ways for SICs to engage, network, and support parents.
Leadership at the middle level



Principals and other administrators serving the middle grades need to be appropriately trained for the middle level.  Middle grades principals and assistant principals should be selected from individuals with successful prior experience in the middle grades and should be required to obtain at least an endorsement certificate for completing training in the leadership competencies needed in middle level schools.  These competencies should include knowledge and skills regarding:

(
a basic understanding of standards-based academic content and middle level instruction,

(
appropriate teaching methods for engaging early adolescents in learning and reaching standards,

(
middle grades organization practices such as teaming, adolescent development, and parent/community involvement.



The State must develop and support a system for the recruitment, training, and retention of middle grades principals and other administrators.  All key stakeholders in the system, especially the State Board, superintendents, and district boards of trustees, must acknowledge that there are skills and knowledge needed to be a successful middle grades principal which are different from those required of elementary principals or of high school principals.  These skills should be as valued as much as those of an elementary or a high school principal.


The Task Force recommends

(
The State Board require that middle school principals possess either a middle grades teaching certificate or middle grades endorsement approved by the Department of Education for training provided through the Principals Academy and other approved training from higher education and professional associations.  The certification or endorsement must be obtained prior to or within three years of assuming a middle school principalship.

(
The SDE and school districts ensure that administrators--principals and district staff-- responsible for resource allocation and other critical decisions have received training regarding the essential middle grades curricular materials, teacher knowledge and skills, time allocation, scheduling, etc.

Further Reading

A Middle Grades Message: A well-qualified teacher in every classroom matters, Sandra Cooney, Southern Regional Education Board (2000).

Great Transitions -Preparing Adolescents for a New Century, Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development (1996).

“Leadership for Effective Middle School Practice”- Article by R. Elmore (et al), (2000).

The Definitive Middle School Guide, Forte and Schurr, Incentive Publications. 

“The Middle Level: More Than Treading Water”-Article by Kathy Christie.  Phi Delta Kappan. (May 2001)

“Thirty and Counting”- Speech by M. Hayes Mizell from Middle Grades Education Conference in Atlanta, Georgia (1999). 

This We Believe, edited by Tom Erb, National Middle School Association (1995).

TIPS Manual for Teachers, Epstein (et al), Center on School, Family, and Community Partnerships, Johns Hopkins University (1995).

Turning Points 2000: Educating Adolescents in the Twenty-first Century, Anthony Jackson and Gayle Davis, Teachers College Press, National Association of Secondary School Principals and National Middle School Association.

Turning Points in Middle Schools: Strategic Transitions for Educators, Mary M. Gallagher-Polite (et al) Corwin Press Inc. 

Turning Points: Preparing Youth in the 21st Century, Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development (1989).
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Appendix A

Academic Performance
In 1999, South Carolina began administering its new assessment system, PACT (Palmetto Academic Challenge Tests), which is based on the State’s new, higher academic standards.  PACT is criterion-referenced; therefore, it is designed to measure student performance against the established criteria or standards rather than against the performance of other students.  PACT uses four levels to indicate student performance levels in meeting the standards: below basic, basic, proficient, and advanced.  Currently the PACT covers English/language arts and mathematics; however, it will eventually test two additional subject areas, social studies, and science.  Grades 3 – 8 are tested. 

As indicated in the charts below, performance improved in both Language Arts and mathematics in all grades.  The percentages of students in the below basic performance level decreased for all grades and subjects tested:

	Percent Below Basic

English Language Arts

	Grade
	1999
	2000

	3
	35
	26

	4
	35
	28

	5
	35
	29

	6
	37
	35

	7
	37
	32

	8
	38
	35


	Percent Below Basic

Mathematics

	Grade
	1999
	2000

	3
	44
	31

	4
	45
	38

	5
	47
	41

	6
	47
	41

	7
	48
	41

	8
	49
	38


Further, the percentages of students scoring above basic, at the proficient and advanced performance levels, increased for all grades and subjects tested:

	Percent Proficient and Advanced

English/Language Arts

	Grade
	1999
	2000

	3
	28
	40

	4
	28
	37

	5
	26
	27

	6
	24
	32

	7
	24
	27

	8
	22
	24


	Percent Proficient and Advanced 

Mathematics

	Grade
	1999
	2000

	3
	18
	25

	4
	18
	24

	5
	16
	20

	6
	16
	22

	7
	16
	22

	8
	15
	20


As these charts indicate, large percentages of students are coming to the middle grades already performing below basic standards; those percentages increase in the middle grades.  Although there was improvement between 1999 and 2000, more than one out three students scored below basic in math and in English/Language Arts.  In grades 6, 7, and 8 approximately 44,000 students need additional assistance in English and 58,000 need help in math. 

The seriousness of the low PACT scores is augmented when the performance of African-Americans and students on free/reduced-price lunch programs is examined.  The percentage of African-Americans scoring below basic is twice that of whites in both subjects and in all grades.  Additionally, students on free/reduced-price lunch programs continue to perform less well than students not participating in these lunch programs.  Free/reduced-price lunch participants scored below basic at approximately twice the rate of other students. 

English/Language Arts Results for Middle Grade Students
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Mathematics for Middle Grade Students
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Middle grades students who score below basic require remedial assistance to meet the academic standards the State has set for them.  The poor performance on the PACT tests for this age group is worsened by the fact that many students arrive at the middle grades unprepared.  Consequently, the middle grades are the point at which students require the most assistance, so that they may be adequately prepared for high school and its higher academic standards. 

Appendix B

The Middle Grades Model

Middle grades schools have developed philosophies, principles and practices for working with early adolescents.  The application of these philosophies, principles, and practices is often referred to as “the middle grades model” as presented in such publications as the Carnegie Corporation’s Turning Points and Turning Points 2000, or the National Middle School Association’s This We Believe.  The middle grades model emphasizes personal attention, an environment promoting a sense of belonging, and motivated student engagement in school learning and other activities.  

The philosophy and principles of the middle grades model have been enumerated successfully in Turning Points and Turning Points 2000.  The practices of the middle grade model have also been summarized in The Definitive Middle School Guide by Imogene Forte and Sandra Schurr.  


From Turning Points:

creating a community for learning:

· Large middle grade schools are divided into smaller communities for learning.  “School should be a place where close, trusting relationships with adults and peers create a climate for personal growth and intellectual development.”
teaching a core of common knowledge:

· Middle grade schools transmit a core of common knowledge to all students.

“Every student in the middle grades should learn to think critically through mastery of an appropriate body of knowledge, lead a healthy life, behave ethically and lawfully, and assume the responsibilities of citizenship in a pluralistic society.”

ensuring success for all students:

· Middle grade schools are organized to ensure success for all students.

“All young adolescents should have opportunity to succeed in every aspect of the middle grade program regardless of previous achievement or the pace at which they learn.”

empowering teachers and administrators:

· Teachers and principals have the major responsibility and power to transform middle grade schools.

“Decisions concerning the experiences of middle grades students should be made by the adults who know them best.”
Appendix B, continued

preparing teachers for the middle grades:

· Teachers for the middle grades are specifically prepared to teach young adolescents.

“Teachers in middle grade schools should be selected and specially educated to teach young adolescents.”

improving academic performance through better health and fitness:

· Schools promote good health: the education and health of young adolescents are inextricably linked.

“Young adolescents must be healthy in order to learn.”

reengaging families in the education of adolescents:

· Families are allied with school staff through mutual respect, trust and communication.

“Families and middle grade schools must be allied through trust and respect if young adolescent are to succeed in school.”

connecting schools with communities:

· Schools and communities are partners in educating young adolescents.

“Schools and community organizations should share responsibility for each middle grade student’s success.”

The practices of the middle model are often described in contrast to those of the traditional junior high school.  From The Definitive Middle School Guide:
	MIDDLE SCHOOL
	
	JUNIOR HIGH SCHOOL

	-Is student- centered
	
	-Is subject-centered



	-Fosters collaboration, empowers teachers and students


	
	-Fosters competition; empowers administrators

	-Focuses on creative exploration  and experimentation of subject matter
	
	-Focuses on mastery of concepts and skills in separate disciplines



	-Allows for flexible scheduling with large blocks of time


	
	-Requires a regular six-period day of 50-to-55 minutes periods



	-Varies length of time students are in courses

-Encourages multi-materials approach to instruction

-Organizes teachers into inter-disciplinary teams with common planning period


	
	-Offers subjects for one semester or one year

-Depends on textbook-oriented
 instruction

-Organizes teachers in departments with no common planning period



	-Arranges work spaces of teamed teachers adjacent to one another

-Emphasizes both affective and cognitive development of students

-Offers advisor/advisee teacher-oriented guidance program


	
	-Arranges work spaces of teachers according to disciplines taught

-Emphasizes cognitive development of students

-Offers study hall and access to counselor upon request



	-Provides high-interest “mini-courses” during school day (exploratories)

-Uses varied delivery systems with high level of interaction among students and teachers


	
	-Provides highly-structured activity programs after school

-Use lecture styles a majority of the time with high percentage of teacher-talk time



	-Organizes athletics around intramural concept
	
	-Organizes athletics around interscholastic concept
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